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must be prepared for death. He must think only of one thing when
embarking on any course of action, namely, whether he is acting rightly
or wrongly, whether the action is worthy of a good man or not/ If,
as you imply, an act which involves the risk of death is a bad act, all
the great warriors who fell in the battle at Troy, while doing their duty,
must be deemed very bad men indeed. Patroclus was warned by
his mother that, if he killed Hector, his own death would follow close
upon Hector's.1 Patroclus replied that it was a thousand times to be
preferred that he should die for killing Hector to that he should
live on as a coward. Patroclus was not frightened of death. The right
thing for a man is not to desert his post, even if he has to run the
risk of being killed or any other risk, whether he has chosen the post
of his own will or has been put there by a superior.
"Consider, moreover, that when I was in the service of this State,
I remained at the post where my commander had placed me and ran
the risk of death. How strange would it be if, when my heart bade
me seek a certain wisdom, I did not follow its bidding or failed to speak
out for fear of death? If I should fear death, that would be contrary
to my belief that I am an ignorant man. If I think myself wise, without
being wise, I would certainly deserve to be brought to trial. To fear
death is to presume knowledge. For who has discovered for certain
that death is a thing to be afraid of? Why should we not believe that
death is the greatest good that can happen to men? Men fear it as
though they knew very well that it was the greatest of evils! What
greater ignorance can there be than this, of assuming that we know
what we do not know? On these matters I think differently from others.
If I have any wisdom, it is this: I claim to know nothing about death,
and therefore make no attempt to conceal my ignorance. But I do
well know.that it is evil to do wrong and to disobey my superior. I
will therefore never shrink in fear from what I hold to be right. If you
were, therefore, to say to me without listening to my accusers5 argument,
'Socrates, this time we will spare you, but on the condition that you
cease this quest of yours; if you are found engaged in these pursuits
again, you shall die,' I should say in reply, 'Athenians, I hold you in
the highest regard and love; but I will obey God rather than you. As
long as I have breath and strength, I will not give up philosophy, or
exhorting everyone I meet and those who would listen to me, saying,
"O excellent Athenians! You are citizens of a famous city. You are
known to be men of strength and wisdom. Yet you are so keen on
making money that you give little thought to the means you employ
for the purpose. You are eager for positions of honour and for
1 The warning was given not to Patroclus, but to his comrade, who was eager
to kill Hector and avenge the death of Patroclus.    -